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P

UBLIC RELATIONS has long held a lively interest for certified public
accountants. Perhaps this is because it bears so directly on their
reputations, which are the very cornerstone of the services they offer
and hence of their livelihoods. Many C P A s , particularly those with
established reputations, have understood the nature of public relations
and have practiced it effectively.
Many others look longingly at their more public relations-minded
brethren, wishing they were more inclined that way themselves. Sometimes they seem to have the notion that there is something vaguely
unprofessional and disorderly about public relations, that it may lead
to lavish parties on the S. S. Leonardo da V i n c i and then to stunts like
Aunt Jemima flipping pancakes. Public relations is something they
would rather not experiment with but would leave to the professional
societies. Since they do little for themselves, they benefit little from
public relations. Often they suspect that it is a subtle form of advertising and solicitation and is therefore unethical. O r , if it isn't really
unethical it has that appearance, and appearances can be as dangerous
as the real thing. They would rather not have to defend themselves
against criticism, even if they were cleared i n the end.
Several years ago, the chairman of the American Institute's committee on professional ethics saw a degree of real conflict between the
profession's ethics program and its public relations program. H e suggested that the profession seemed to be "suffering from a kind of
schizophrenia."*

PUBLIC RELATIONS AS A TOOL
It seems to me that public relations can be entirely compatible
with the profession's ethics and more than that, that its ethics are one
of its strongest public relations weapons. Y e t public relations can be
highly unethical too. I n fact it makes no more sense to call it either
ethical or unethical than it does to call speaking or writing ethical or
unethical. F o r public relations, like speaking and writing—and accounting, for that matter—is a mode of communication. If a C P A were to
use it to encroach on the practice of another accountant it would obvi* T . G. Higgins, "Professional Ethics: A Time for
Accountancy, March 1962.
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ously be unethical; when C P A s use it to strengthen relations with their
clients, bankers, lawyers, and educators, it can be entirely ethical. Seen
in that light it seems to be a tool that can be turned by its master to
many ends, a tool as ethical or not as he wants it to be. It can be used
all the way from raising money for the most benevolent charity to
bribing the tax collector. Thus we speak of "good public relations"
and "bad public relations."
There are many definitions of public relations. One that accountants have found helpful is "doing a good job and getting credit for i t . "
Thus defined, to call it a mode of communication or a tool is to describe
only part of it. T o think of it as communication is also misleading
unless we mean communication i n both directions. Y o u have to know
what people think before you can influence their thinking. Y o u must
have relations—public relations—back and forth. Another part of it,
then, is listening and observing as well as sending your own messages.
The accounting profession is not on an island. Far from it. Good
public relations requires that one understand his environment through
broad reading. It is interesting that the American Institute's John
Carey, himself a practitioner i n the art of public relations, devotes a
fifth of his book The CPA Plans for the Future to a section called
"The Environment" and refers to the environment throughout the
book.
So it can be seen that public relations is more than a tool. It is
more accurate to say that communication is a tool of public relations.
Since it is a highly visible tool, many people regard communicating as
the whole of the matter, forgetting that policy decisions must be made
before communicating can begin and that public relations considerations
must enter into the decisions. There are times when the best public
relations is to wait or even not to communicate at all. F o r instance,
if a banker were to ask a C P A about his client's affairs, he might want
to put the banker off politely until the client's permission had been
obtained.
PREOCCUPATION WITH PUBLICITY
The visibility of communication has led many people to think of
public relations, largely in terms of publicity. This has helped to create
the appearance of conflict between ethics and public relations as they
have been pursued by the accounting profession. Thus it seems that
when a C P A wears his ethics hat he shuns publicity; when he wears
his public relations hat he seeks publicity. The apparent conflict arises
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primarily from a mistaken notion that public relations and publicity
are the same thing.
Publicity has fascinated accountants, partly, I think, because they
have had so little of it. They knew from daily experience that their
work was significant, yet they couldn't see why it never made news.
Perhaps some were puzzled at the neglect more than they hungered
for attention, for there was a considerable body of accountants who
were quite content to be left i n the shadows. They might have welcomed
"good" publicity, but who was to say what was good? Many thought
it better to avoid publicity entirely unless it could be controlled. Nobody
wished to advocate a controlled press, and of course the better journalists, those who command space and attention, cannot easily be
swayed anyway. The writers who have influence don't pay much
attention to routine press releases. They follow their professional judgments of what is interesting, and they chop away relentlessly to find
it. If they were to decide to look closely at accounting, the profession
would have to let the chips fall where they may.
Thus accountants found that the only publicity they could set i n
motion themselves didn't seem very valuable. Notices of meetings held
in motels on the edge of town too often made C P A societies look like
one of the service clubs. Even articles about C P A s and taxes, which
were not difficult to arrange, seemed to have limited value. They gave
people the impression that C P A s were tax wizards, good at keeping
clients' taxes at a minimum, but that was a limited and one-sided picture,
to say the least.
A n d so it was, as the profession moved from obscurity into greater
experience with publicity, that it naturally stepped with a good deal
of caution. Exposure was often jolting to nervous systems unaccustomed to it, and there was no clear evidence that the exposure was
useful. New clients didn't seem to come from it, and there was no
obvious connection between publicity and professional status. Publicity
apparently was not what endowed a profession with status.
C P A s were coming to realize that they might never be the subject
of mass public opinion in the way that there are national attitudes
toward politics, baseball, and the mores of the young—never, that is,
unless some members of the profession got caught up i n widespread
misrepresentation of financial information or tax irregularities. Otherwise it might not be of great importance to the profession whether it
was the subject of broad popular opinion or not.
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More recently there have been hopeful signs that C P A s were taking
a more relaxed attitude toward publicity—pursuing it a little less anxiously and accepting it less fretfully when it came. One of these signs
was the adoption by the American Institute's ethics committee in 1962
of Opinion N o . 9 (Revised), which helped to clarify what the C P A ' s
relations with the press ought to be ethically, and which made very good
public relations sense as well. It took the positive position that members
should be encouraged to speak out on public issues and set some rules
about how they should conduct themselves i n any press interviews
that might result. It also forbade members deliberately to cultivate
publicity for their own professional attainments.
The statement was a measure of the profession's maturity. It encouraged members to take publicity more i n stride, to go about their
business, relating their work to the public interest and letting publicity
follow naturally, if at all, without artificial initiatives by members
themselves.
T H E NEED TO EXPLAIN ACCOUNTING
This is not to say that the C P A has been i n any way relieved of
the necessity for explaining accounting, nor does it imply that professional societies should not issue press releases. Because the C P A ' s
charter comes from the public, it is i n his own interest that the public
have as few illusions as possible about accounting. There are some
serious misunderstandings about accounting today, held even by such
well-informed people as bankers and lawyers. Some of them even seem to
think that auditors are infallible. A n d a lot of people who own stock
would be surprised to learn that the figures they see in annual reports
are really i n many cases approximations. The public's inability to understand this and other things about accounting is dangerous and could
well be the germ that could grow into a public investigation. The question is how to correct the misunderstandings and to what extent the
press can be helpful.
One of the first rules i n communicating is to beam your messages
very directly to the specific audience you want to reach. The trouble
with press publicity is what Elmo Roper calls the "overkill of public
relations," i n which the public is often treated as if it were one vast
all-inclusive entity, which, of course, it is not. T o reach it effectively
you have to narrow it into segments, each with its own special interests,
and then appeal directly to those interests.
The first segment of the public that ought to understand what
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accountants do is the public that pays them, their clients. D o a C P A ' s
clients have at least some conception of what he does i n the audit?
Do they know what other services besides auditing he can perform for
them? D o they know how extensive are the problems i n his mind that
must be resolved before he gives them his opinion? Do they understand
and appreciate that a great deal of judgment and experience goes into
satisfying himself on their inventories and receivables? If he concludes
that his clients ought to know more about what he does and can do,
he is likely to find that the help he can get from newspapers and magazines is very secondary to his own personal contact with them.
HOW REPUTATIONS ARE MADE
Then he might ask himself how his professional reputation grows.
Is it not through the opinions of the people who have watched his work,
who are in a position to judge how good he is i n comparison with all
the other accountants they've observed? Such men are very likely to
be bankers, and lawyers, insurance men, security analysts, and trust
officials. They are well situated to compare the work of accountants
and to recommend those they think are best. What these people say
about him and what his clients say about him is what builds his reputation, not claims that he makes about himself or that professional societies make about C P A s generally. Businessmen usually choose their
accountants on the basis of what is said by people who know their
work, not what they read i n the newspapers.
Several years ago, the American Institute conducted an informal
interview survey of what businessmen, bankers and lawyers thought
of the work being done by the C P A s they knew. Bankers i n fourteen
cities around the country were asked if they knew that there are C P A s
who offer services in addition to auditing and tax work. Few of them
did, and several said, i n effect, " I f I'd known about those other services,
I would have recommended them to some of our loan customers."
After coming upon case after case of this kind it was hard to escape
the conclusion that there must be a lot of bankers like that who really
don't know what C P A s can do but who would gladly recommend them
if they did. H o w will they ever know unless they have a chance to
see C P A s ' work? Articles i n banking publications may help a little,
but they simply cannot compare with what a banker sees for himself.
Articles usually make general claims about what all C P A s can do. The
banker wants to know what a particular C P A can do before he
recommends him.
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Reputations also grow faster as C P A s get around more themselves,
not just within the accounting profession but outside it. Perhaps it
is to be expected that C P A s will write for publication almost exclusively i n their own professional journals and that they will confine
their public speaking to accounting groups. But this gives the impression that accountants talk primarily among themselves, that they limit
their recreational, social, and expressive outlets to their own kind. It
would be helpful if outsiders could look i n on meetings of accounting
societies, could hear the quality of debate, see for themselves the urgency with which issues are considered, and sense the warmth and
genuineness of relationships that accountants have among each other.
THE

CPA IN HIS COMMUNITY

These are qualities usual among accountants and they need to be
recognized more widely. The more C P A s move out into the community,
the better chance people have of seeing what they are like. When C P A s
are too close to their work, it's easy to forget that many people have a
hard time understanding what they do and judging its quality. If people
come to know C P A s as active citizens of judgment and high standards
in the life of the community, they naturally assume that they apply the
same good judgment and high standards i n their professional work.
I well remember a lawyer i n Columbus, Ohio, telling me how businessmen liked to be seen at the club with a prominent C P A there, and
those who were his clients were proud to have it known. H e had given
much of his time and energy to the business community and to the
public generally, and his motives were above question. H e had not
sought prominence, but prominence had come to him without inspiring
jealousy along the way. H e had taken sides on public issues, although
he was not a controversial person himself, and people of all persuasions
sought him out as a man who was forthright and fair. There are many
C P A s like him around the country. It would help if they were known
still more widely, especially by students trying to choose a career.
This kind of public relations—relations with clients, bankers, and
the broader community—is at quite a different level from publicity,
although publicity sometimes flows naturally and unsolicited from it.
Of course, a sense of balance is essential, lest people come to think of
C P A s as great circulators, getting around so much that people wonder
how they have time to be good accountants. The man who is spread
too thin, who is so involved that he neglects his family, who is too
prominent to have time for thoughtfulness, probably is not improving
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his reputation. W h y is he treasurer of the symphony when he hasn't
time to hear a concert and doesn't care much for music anyway? If
people remember that his largest client is president of the symphony
board, has his public relations been helped? Is he an ethical man?
T H E LARGER ASPECTS OF ETHICS
Just as we are considering public relations i n a different dimension
from publicity, so are we thinking of a different dimension of ethics
from the profession's code. This is not meant to imply a form of ethics
superior to the code, but simply that this is an area of tangled motives
in which it is hard for codes of ethics to govern. The code effectively
covers precise but important particulars like directory listings, letterheads, and cards, and it contains general prohibitions on matters like
advertising and solicitation. But what rules can help a man to sort
out his reasons for joining a club? Is he really getting into position
to encroach on the practice of other public accountants? The man
must be left alone with his conscience.
T o be sure, the ethics codes have never pretended to guide people
step by step through the uncharted passages of conscience. Codes of
the American Institute and State societies have made impressive advances i n the past fifty years, and their scope is broadening each year,
but they still represent no more than agreed minimum standards. Before
any new rule is added there are vast numbers of C P A s who adhere
to a higher standard, testing it with their own experience and gathering
support for it by their example. Presumably most of them live by tighter
restrictions than the rules themselves, which constitute a floor below
which none will go. Above official minimums, i n the realm of the moralist and idealist, C P A s are guided by conscience, taste, and ethics i n a
broader sense.
The profession's members have often expressed the wish that its
ethics codes could be broader and more affirmative, less negative and less
composed of " T h o u shalt not's." The codes are negative i n the sense
that they are a floor. The opportunities for being positive are at the
higher level of moral ethics, where the probing, experimenting, and
soul-searching is done and where new rules for the codes germinate
and are tested. There are many accountants who need encouragement
to venture there. They hew close to the codes, looking carefully at
the floor to make sure that they break no rules. Finding the codes in
many ways imprecise (often intentionally so), they lead a life of hesitation and inaction. They decline to tell their friends about their work
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lest they seem to be soliciting, or at best they answer questions as vaguely
as possible. If a newspaper reporter requests an interview, they are
excessively guarded i n answering his questions and feel inhibited in
his presence. F r o m time to time one hears of extreme cases like that
of the C P A who declined to enter his client's home for an evening of
bridge because he might give the appearance of lack of independence.
A l l i n the name of ethics.
T H E ETHICAL MAN
A truly ethical person, it seems to me, is not one content just to
live by the rules, but one who is always making hard choices i n the
realm of conscience, where the broader dimension of ethics lies. In
effect he may be reaching conclusions that restrict his scope of action
even more than the profession's rules of conduct do, simply because
he is wrestling with questions not yet dealt with by the rules. Yet
within the confining limits he has set for himself there is room for
positive and ethical action, more action than there might have been if
he had allowed himself more latitude but wasn't sure of himself. F o r
he has probed his conscience, a conscience alive and sensitive because
it is constantly being tested. It is a conscience he can trust to guide
him. It has enabled him, for instance, to make friends with a financial
editor, not i n the hope of reward for himself, but because he wanted
that man to write about earnings per share with greater understanding
than his columns had been reflecting. H e might have avoided what
became a compelling social responsibility to set the writer straight by
warning himself of the prohibition against "deliberately cultivated
publicity."
Such a man moves confidently within the bounds of a demanding
conscience. The impression he gives is not one of timidity or withdrawal into the shelter of convention. Having asked of himself and
answered the tough questions, he is liberated to act where he is sure
of his ground. This man is both bold and severely restrained; but he
is not frustrated, he is free within self-imposed limits. Perhaps he is
finding new meaning i n the old paradox that in service is perfect freedom. I n any event, he has discovered the point where ethics and public
relations are entirely compatible, where indeed they are fused together.

